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From the biblical witness it seems crystal clear that God intended every person to see that we are created as "God’s masterpieces," as our children sang this morning. God intended us see ourselves as fiercely loved and loveable. Yes, we all mess up. We make mistakes. We are sinful. But God calls us to repent, to say "I’m sorry," to accept God’s forgiveness and to change out life. God intended us to face our tough times with the awareness that God loves, forgives, cares for us and frees us. God has made us as masterpieces, and God wants us to love, respect and enjoy the masterpiece which we are.
But there are times when we don’t love our life. There are times when we feel unloved and grouchy. We can complain about how miserable things are, and we can go around in a bad mood for a long time.
I once met a woman who had what I can only describe as a sour disposition. She was not a happy person. She could barely muster a slight smile. Most of the time, she had a prickly disposition. She was going through the motions of coming to church and going to meetings, but she had an edge about her. Somehow life had disappointed her. She had expected more, but seemed to get less. She didn’t quite get the job she wanted; her husband was okay, but he didn’t measure up either. Her kids were demanding and difficult. Her 80 year old grandmother died, and she was bitter over losing her. She seemed surrounded by frustration and disappointment.
I guess all of us have had days or seasons or years like that. Somehow life has not given us what we think we deserve. We’ve all had our losses and regrets. Various people have let us down. We’ve struggled with illness, difficult relationships, divorce, children leaving home, and aging parents with increasing needs. In the face of all these circumstances, we can become rather cynical, negative and grim. In our unhappiness, we may become envious and judgmental of others around us. 
This scenario can happen to each of us at one time or another. I don’t like these spells, but I have them too. Yes, I plow through them, but not before I wonder if I need steroids, valium, or maybe even dying my hair blonde just to make things different. 
When we go through this slogging-through-it syndrome, we have different ways of coping. Some of us may try to redecorate a room. Move the furniture around. Get a new hair style, or new coloring. Change your diet. Resolve to lose weight. Take a course at the community college. Find a therapist. Look for some new friends. Figure our some way to jump start your life again.
For me one solution to these slumps is a visit to the dentist. That may sound strange to you, maybe bizarre. But some of you know that one of my favorite activities is a visit to the dentist. No, I’m not a masochist. I don’t see a visit to the dentist’s chair as torture, at least the regular check ups. I take much delight in going for my 6 month checkup at the dentist. It’s one of the few places where I do not have any responsibility except to sit still, be quiet, and rest.
Some years ago I concluded that the dentist or the hygienist is a lot like God. Why? They remove the unwanted grunge and glunk that I can’t reach. The work of the dentist or the hygienist is like the work of forgiveness. God does the forgiving; God removes the bad stuff, even the stuff we can’t see. Likewise, the dental hygienist removes unwanted plaque and particles that we can’t reach. For me, it’s a Godly thing to do. I hope you can somehow understand what I’m saying.
God has some odd ways of coming to us. In reading today’s scriptures, I made some discoveries about the ways God comes to us. Of course, God works through people, even the dentist. We may not always see how God is intervening for our well-being. I’m guessing that a lot of our glum dispositions and summer slumps are a result of spiritual blindness, spiritual dis-ease, or spiritual dis-connection from God.
At the base of most of my ill-at-easeness is my own spiritual condition. If I lash out at others, if I blame others, if I spread my discontent, if I try to control others, it is all based on my internal log jam, my internal clutter. 
The texts for today indicate that the first priority for my well being is my relationship to my Creator, to God. In our Romans 6 text, it is clear that God is in the business of giving us what we most need. God is freeing us from sin. God frees us from everything that separates us from God and each other. God wants to release us from our angers and guilt. God wants to release us from our bad attitude or our cultivated ill humor. God wants to free us from excessive dependence on others to bring us happiness. God wants to free us from our tendency to be judgmental. God wants to free us from whatever it is that restricts us and holds us back from fullness of life. God wants to remove our internal barnacles and bondage of any kind.
Our job is to accept the gift, to sit in the chair and allow God to remove those particles of our life that cause discomfort and distress.
God is in the business of freeing us—from whatever it is that holds us back from living healthy, whole lives. God loves us and frees us. Over and over God brings us back from death to life, from oppression to freedom, from grousing to grace. Over and over God keeps inviting us to love our life.
That’s why Paul says "present yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life." (Romans 6:13) "Now you have been freed from sin…and the end is eternal life." (Romans 6:22) Eternal life is not pie-in- the-sky, off in the next life. Eternal life is quality of life in the here and now. God gives us eternal LIFE now.
 
All of this has been done for us through Jesus! How do we respond?
The only adequate response is acceptance and gratefulness. If we could ever get in touch with our gratitude, we might realize how paltry are our excuses, how petty are our complaints. Yes, we can choose to spend our energies with a sour attitude. Of course, we have a right to our angers and frustration. But at some point, we have to release them, turn them over to God, and let them go like barnacles God is scraping off.
Gratitude leads us to focus not on what we don’t have, but what we do have. Gratitude focuses on the here and now, the present moment. When gratitude rises up, we know that we are not the source of our life. There is a giver who supplies our need. There is a Giver who comes to us even in our darkest night. There is a Giver who leads us through every valley of sorrow or loss. There is a Giver who teaches us that the real issue is not what happens to us, but how we respond to whatever happens to us.
 
Our text today tells us that God is the great giver of freedom. Throughout the Bible God is freeing the people of Israel, God is freeing people from demons and illness, oppression and bondage of all kinds. 
The free person is the grateful person. It is gratitude that leads me to see that my first task is not to criticize someone else. My first task is to stop judging or criticizing anybody. My first task is to give my energies to deepening my own spiritual life.
When I can do that, I discover that my job is to love my life, to take my own life in my hands and treat it with the same respect and delight that God shows. God loves us as we are, and God gives us eternal life, and that begins not in the hereafter, but in the herenow. Abundant life here, now!
What might happen if we embraced the freedom God has given? What might happen if we loved our life with the same fierceness with which God loves us? What might happen if we allowed God to lead us from every personal bondage and every social bondage?
So may it be. Amen.
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